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CONTENT ADDRESSABLE MEMORY CELL
TECHNIQUES

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to memory cells and more particu-
larly relates to content addressable memory cells.

Many memory devices store and retrieve data by address-
ing specific memory locations. As a result, this path often
becomes the limiting factor for systems that rely on fast
memory access. The time required to find an 1tem stored 1n
memory can be reduced considerably 1f the stored data item
can be 1dentified for access by the content of the data itselt
rather than by 1ts address. Memory that 1s accessed 1n this
way 1s called content-addressable memory (CAM). CAM
provides a performance advantage over other memory
search algorithms (such as binary and tree-based searches or
look-aside tag buffers) by comparing the desired information
against the stored data simultaneously, often resulting 1n an
order-of-magnitude reduction of search time.

A CAM cell 1s the basic circuit determining the speed,
size and power consumption of CAM systems. Known
CAM cells employ a match circuit that changes state
depending on whether there 1s a match or mismatch between
data stored in the cell and test data. In the past, the match
transistor has provided an unreliable indication of a match
because, under some conditions, the voltage transmitted to
the gate of the match transistor has been 1n a range of values
between the VDD supply of the cell and the reference
potential used 1n the cell, such as ground potential. This
range of values provides an ambiguous indication that is
difficult to interpret. In addition, the circuitry involved 1n
determining whether there 1s a match condition typically has
drawn current from the bit lines supplying the test data. This
current draw 1ncreases the power consumption of the cell,
because the current 1s conducted through the bit line. The bit

line driver must be larger because all the cells connected to
the same bit line draw current. In some other circuits, there
are two series transistors to detect a match. This makes the
matching response slow. This mvention addresses these
problems and provides a solution.

Further limitations and disadvantages of conventional and
traditional approaches will become apparent to one of skill
in the art, through comparison of such systems with the
present invention as set forth 1n the remainder of the present
application with reference to the drawings.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One apparatus embodiment of the invention 1s useful 1n a
content addressable memory cell including a circuit operat-
ing from a predetermined supply voltage for storing a first
bit of data at a first point and a second bit of data at a second
pomnt. The second bit of data 1s the complement of the first
bit of data. The first bit of data and the second bit of data are
compared with a third bit of test data transmitted on a first
line and a fourth bit of test data transmitted on a second line.
The fourth bit of data 1s the complement of the third bit of
data. In such an environment, the comparison 1s aided by
apparatus comprising 1n combination a first transistor com-
prising a first gate and also comprising a first circuit path
switchable to a first state in response to a {irst predetermined
relationship between the first and second bits and the third
and fourth bits and switchable to a second state 1n response
to a second predetermined relationship between the first and
second bits and the third and fourth bits. A second transistor
comprises a second gate coupled to the first line and com-
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2

prises a second circuit path coupling the first point to the first
cgate. A third transistor comprises a third gate coupled to the
second line and comprises a third circuit path coupling the
second point to the first gate.

One method embodiment of the invention 1s useful 1n a
content addressable memory cell including a circuit operat-
ing from a predetermined supply voltage and a predetermine
reference potential for storing a first bit of data and a second
bit of data. The second bit of data 1s the complement of the
first bit of data. The first bit of data and the second bit of data
are compared with a third bit of test data transmitted on a
first line and a fourth bit of test data transmitted on a second
line. The fourth bit of data 1s the complement of the third bat
of data. In such an environment, the comparison 1s aided by
employing a switching transistor comprising a gate 1n a
method comprising in combination generating a first switch-
ing voltage substantially corresponding to the supply volt-
age 1n response to a first predetermined relationship between
the first and second bits and the third and fourth bits while
drawing substantially no current from the first line and
second line. A second switching voltage substantially cor-
responding to the reference potential 1s generated 1n
response to a second predetermined relationship between the
first and second bits and the third and fourth bits while
drawing substantially no current from the first line and
second line. The first switching voltage 1s transmitted to the
cgate of the switch transistor in response to the first prede-
termined relationship, and the second switching voltage 1is
transmitted to the gate of the switch transistor 1n response to
the second predetermined relationship.

By using the foregoing techniques, the data in a CAM can
be compared with test data with a degree of accuracy and
reliability previous unattained. In addition, the power con-
sumption of the cell 1s reduced.

These and other advantages and novel features of the
present invention, as well as details of an 1llustrated embodi-
ment thereof, will be more fully understood from the fol-
lowing description and drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

FIG. 1 1s a schematic diagram of one embodiment of the
ivention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Referring to FIG. 1, one embodiment of a CAM cell 10
embodying the invention includes a word line 12 and bat
lines 14 and 16. A conventional static random access
memory (SRAM) circuit 20 includes a source 22 of supply
voltage VDD and a source 24 of a reference voltage, such as
oround potential. Circuit 20 also 1includes p-channel transis-
tors 26—27 and n-channel transistors 30—-33 connected as
shown. Voltage levels corresponding to stored data bits are
stored at points 35-36 of circuit 20. The data bits stored at
points 35-36 are complements of each other.

Test bits of data are transmitted on bit lines 14 and 16. The
test bits of data also are complements of each other.

A switching n-channel match transistor 40 comprises a
cgate 42, a source 44 and a drain 46 that 1s connected to a row
match line 48. A p-channel transistor 50 comprises a gate 52
connected to line 14, a source 54 connected to point 35 and
a drain 56 connected to a node N as shown. A p-channel
transistor 60 comprises a gate 62 connected to line 16, a
source 64 connected to point 36 and a drain 66 connected to
node N as shown. Since the gates of transistors 50 and 60 are
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connected to lines 14 and 16, respectively, transistors 50 and
60 draw substantially no current from lines 14 and 16.

A precharge n-channel transistor 70 comprises a gate 72
connected to a precharge circuit (not shown), a source 74
connected to ground potential and a drain connected to node
N as shown.

In each of the foregoing transistors, the source-drain path
forms a circuit path.

In operation, node N 1s first precharged to ground poten-
tial (a logical zero) by transistor 70, causing match transistor
40 to turn off. In this state, lines 14 and 16 are precharged
to a voltage approaching VDD (a logical one), causing
transistors 30 and 60 to turn off.

During a compare operation, one of lines 14 and 16 1s
switched to a logical one and the other of lines 14 and 16 1s
switched to a logical zero. The states of lines 14 and 16
represent test data that tests the data stored 1n circuit 20. It

there 1s a mismatch between the data stored 1n circuit 20 and
the test data, a voltage equal to VDD 1s generated on node
N and 1s transmitted to gate 42, thereby reliably turning on
transistor 40. During the transmission of VDD to gate 42,
transistors 50 and 60 continue to draw substantially no
current from lines 14 and 16. If there 1s a match between the
data stored 1n circuit 20 and the test data, node N and gate
42 remain at ground potential, thereby reliably turning off
transistor 40. When gate 42 1s at ground potential, transistors
50 and 60 continue to draw substantially no current from

lines 14 and 16.

For example, a mismatch occurs if a logical one 1s stored
at point 35, a logical zero 1s stored at point 36, a logical zero
1s transmitted on line 14 and a logical one 1s transmitted on
line 16. Conversely, a match occurs 1f a logical one 1s stored
at point 35, a logical zero 1s stored at point 36, a logical one
1s transmitted on line 14 and a logical zero 1s transmitted on

line 16.

While the invention has been described with reference to
one or more preferred embodiments, those skilled 1n the art
will understand that changes may be made and equivalents
may be substituted without departing from the scope of the
invention. In addition, many modifications may be made to
adapt a particular step, structure, or material to the teachings
of the invention without departing from 1ts scope. Therefore,
it 1s intended that the invention not be limited to the
particular embodiment disclosed, but that the invention will
include all embodiments falling within the scope of the
appended claims.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. In a content addressable memory cell including a circuit
operating from a predetermined supply voltage for storing a
first bit of data at a first point and a second bit of data at a
second point, the second bit of data being the complement
of the first bit of data, apparatus for comparing the first bit
of data and the second bit of data with a third bit of test data
transmitted on a first line and a fourth bit of test data
transmitted on a second line, the fourth bit of data being the
complement of the third bit of data, said apparatus compris-
ing 1n combination:

a first transistor comprising a first gate and also compris-
ing a first circuit path switchable to a first state in
response to a first predetermined relationship between
the first and second bits and the third and fourth bits and
switchable to a second state in response to a second
predetermined relationship between the first and sec-
ond bits and the third and fourth baits;

a second transistor comprising a second gate coupled to
the first line and comprising a second circuit path
coupling the first point to the first gate; and
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4

a third transistor comprising a third gate coupled to the
second line and comprising a third circuit path coupling
the second point to the first gate.

2. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein a gating voltage

substantially equal to the predetermined supply voltage is
transmitted to the first gate in response to the first predeter-

mined relationship between the first and second bits and the
third and fourth bits.

3. The apparatus of claim 2 wherein the first predeter-
mined relationship comprises a mismatch between the first
and second bits and the third and fourth bats.

4. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein the second transistor
draws substantially no current from the first line and the
third transistor draws substantially no current from the
second line.

5. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein each of the second
transistor and the third transistor comprises a p-channel
fransistor.

6. The apparatus of claim 5 wherein the first transistor
comprises an n-channel transistor.

7. The apparatus of claim 1 and further comprising a
precharge transistor arranged to turn off the first transistor.

8. The apparatus of claim 7 wherein the voltage on the
first gate of the first transistor 1s reduced by the operation of
the precharge transistor.

9. The apparatus of claim 8 wherein the precharge tran-
sistor comprises an n-channel transistor.

10. The apparatus of claim 1 wheremn each of the first
circuit path, second circuit path and third circuit path com-
prises a source-drain path.

11. In a content addressable memory cell including a
circuit operating from a predetermined supply voltage and a
predetermine reference potential for storing a first bit of data
and a second bit of data, the second bit of data being the
complement of the first bit of data, a method of comparing
the first bit of data and the second bit of data with a third bat
of test data transmitted on a first line and a fourth bit of test
data transmitted on a second line, the fourth bit of data being
the complement of the third bit of data, said method employ-
ing a switching transistor comprising a gate, said method
comprising 1n combination:

generating a first switching voltage substantially corre-

sponding to the supply voltage in response to a first
predetermined relationship between the first and sec-
ond bits and the third and fourth bits while drawing
substantially no current from the first line and second
line;

generating a second switching voltage substantially cor-

responding to the reference potential in response to a
second predetermined relationship between the first
and second bits and the third and fourth bits while
drawing substantially no current from the first line and
second line;

transmitting the first switching voltage to the gate of the
switch transistor 1n response to the first predetermined
relationship; and

transmitting the second switching voltage to the gate of
the switch transistor in response to the second prede-
termined relationship.

12. The method of claim 11 wherein the first predeter-
mined relationship comprises a mismatch between the first
and second bits and the third and fourth bats.

13. The method of claim 11 wherein said generating a
second switching voltage comprises precharging the gate of
the switching transistor so that the switching transistor is
turned off.
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